THE PERIOD OF THE LAND  REVOLUTION             IO3
and to picture how they bore his coffin to the fords of the
Boyne and prepared to cross the already swelling river;
easy for him (the old angler who never thought of an Irish
river without picturing its running salmon) to visualize
that gallant wading, and to see the water " fall subdued in
foam before the tension of their striding thighs " ; easy also
for him to exult when suddenly the flood swells and surges
until " Boyne from their shoulders caught the bier and
proudly bore away the King." Easy for him at last to set
to a grave music of triumphal verse the ending which tells
how shepherds the next morning found the dead Cormac,
river-borne to where he had chosen to be laid, on the gentle
eastward-looking slope of Rosnaree.
But in none of the other stories is there any indication
of a Christian bias, or even of anything that should make
the story less difficult to be commended to our rationalizing
minds : and Ferguson cannot refrain from imposing some
such twist against the grain of what he handles.
Thus at first, when he was seeking to popularize the
old hero tales or episodes from known Irish history through
his Hibernian Nights9 Entertainments, he made the hereditary
bard of O'Neill tell the stories to the young princes of
Tyrone and Tyrconnell, then prisoners in Dublin Castle.
In the story of the Children of Usnach, Fergus MacRoy,
bringing them over from Scotland under his pledged
protection, was drawn away from their side because a
feast was offered him at their landing by one of the Red
Branch, and it was against his geasa to refuse. So the sons
of Usnach met their death before Fergus returned. One of
the young princes comments : " Had I been Fergus, I
would never have deserted my charge for the banquet; "
but the bard answers, " Such is the tale our ancestors have
told us, and it becomes us not to alter or corrupt it." Yet,
in a later work, the poet (abandoning prose for his fitter
medium) has to tell how the good King Conary, returning
(4,238)                                                                                              I